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UM ECONOMIST OPTIMISTIC ABOUT STATE'S PROSPECTS
MISSOULA—
A University of Montana economist said recently that even though Montana's
economy probably won't improve much in 1981, there is s t i l l optimism about
the economic prospects for the remainder of the decade.
Maxine C. Johnson, director of the Bureau of Business and Economic Research,
discussed Montana's economic performance for the past year and looked at future
prospects in the spring 1981 issue of the Montana Business Quarterly.

The

information was presented by Johnson earlier this year at a series of economic
seminars around the state.
Johnson said national forecasters see l i t t l e or no economic growth for
the United States in 1981, and Montana's outlook is much the same.

However,

Johnson said, many analysts and business people are optimistic about the longrun future due to a new administration and hoped-for legislation favorable to
business expansion and the control of inflation.
A group of Montana business people who responded to a bureau-sponsored
survey in January also expressed this optimism, Johnson reported.

But she

added that effects of new policies, however beneficial, will not be felt immediately.
Among industries which make up the state's economic base, Johnson said
the combined earnings of workers in wood products, oil refining, and other
manufacturing probably would not change much over 1980.

Labor income in the

primary metals industry is projected to fall, she said.

The industry group

most likely to provide increased earnings is oil and gas.
(over)
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Johnson said the wood products industry, particularly important to western
Montana, should have better years ahead.

Although U.S. housing starts are

expected to increase only slightly in 1981, Johnson said analysts point out
that there is a potential demand for 1.8 million to 2.0 million housing-units
per year during most of the eighties.
Montana's metal mining and smelting industries are feeling the effects
of last year's strike and plant closures in the Butte-Anaconda and Great falls
areas, according to Johnson.

Metal mining employment in Butte may not climb

back to the pre-strike level of 2,400 workers, she said.

She noted that although

hourly wages were raised substantially in the strike settlement, payrolls in
the Butte-Anaconda area were permanently reduced because of the smelter closure.
Johnson said one encouraging sign for the industry in the future is increased
exploratory activity for other metals, including platinum, silver, and lead,
as well as a potential copper mine in Lincoln County.
The oil and gas industry was "one of the bright spots" in Montana last
year, Johnson said.

Over 800 wells were drilled, and Johnson said exploration

activity should continue on into the future.

She said the industry will continue

to provide increased employment and earnings for Montana workers, becoming
a more important part of the state's economic base.
Agriculture, s t i l l the major industry in the state, should have a fairly
good year, according to Johnson.

She said that the outlook for agriculture

over the next few years looks promising due to potential increases in demands
for farm products.
Copies of the spring issue of the Montana Business Quarterly are available
for ^3 from the Bureau of Business and Economic Research, University of Montana,
Missoula, 59812.
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